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• Dense-canopied, mixed shrublands dominated 
by plant genera typical of infertile and/or 
waterlogged sites, generally on coastal, 
montane, sandy or laterite soils.

• Includes stunted vegetation less than 1m tall, 
typified by the families Epacridaceae and 
Myrtaceae and also other dense, low shrublands 
in subcoastal or inland environments.

• Typical areas include the coastal sand masses 
of north-east New South Wales and south-east 

Queensland such as Fraser Island and Cooloola, 
headlands of the Victorian and New South 
Wales coastlines, Kwongan and southern  
coastal areas of Western Australia.

• Dominant genera include Allocasuarina, 
Baekea, Banksia, Calytrix, Hakea, Epacris, 
Grevillea, Leptospermum, Melaleuca, Leucopogon, 
Prostanthera, Richea and Xanthorrhoea.

Many heath communities have been extensively cleared 
for sand mining, agriculture and urban development.

Heathlands (MVG 18)
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• Typified by perennial grasses with a tufted 
growth habit.

• Contain a broad range of native grasslands  
from the Dichanthium sericeum (blue grass) 
and Astrebla spp. (Mitchell grass) communities 
in northern Australia to the temperate 
grasslands of southern New South Wales, 
Victoria and Tasmania.

• Contain many widespread genera including 
Aristida, Astrebla, Austrodanthonia, Austrostipa, 
Chrysopogon, Dichanthium, Enneapogon, 

Eragrostis, Eriachne, Heteropogon, Poa, Themeda, 
Sorghum and many mixed species communities.

• Support a large range of species, partly as  
a result of this geographical range and partly 
as a result of the variation in soils and site 
conditions.

Extensive areas of Tussock Grasslands have been cleared 
and replaced by exotic pasture species. Most other areas 
have been modified by grazing, weed invasion and land 
management practices associated with grazing domestic 
stock (e.g. frequent fire and the application of fertilisers).

Tussock Grasslands (MVG 19)
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• Typified by Triodia and Plechrachne spp. 
(spinifex) communities of the arid lands, 
characteristic of the Australian outback.

• Hummock-forming, evergreen perennials 
appear as mounds up to 1m in height. In 
between the mounds or hummocks the ground 
is usually bare or exposed, except after seasonal 
or cyclonic rains, when multiple short-lived, 
ephemeral plants proliferate. There are also 
occasional emergent shrubs or small trees  
(e.g. acacias or eucalypts).

• Soils are sandy or skeletal with flat, undulating 
or hilly terrain from near coastal limestone 
islands (Barrow Island in Western Australia)  
to extensive sandy plains inland in semi-arid 
and arid areas of Australia.

Little of the Hummock Grasslands have been cleared 
but many areas have been modified by grazing pressure 
from domestic stock, feral animals and macropods.

Hummock Grasslands (MVG 20)
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Other Grasslands, Herblands, Sedgelands and Rushlands (MVG 21)

• Dominated by non-woody or herbaceous 
species (e.g. grasses, sedges, rushes, ferns or 
a mixture of these). The sedge and rushland 
communities (wetlands) support a large range 
of species, partly as a result of geographical 
range and partly as a result of the variation  
in soils and site conditions.

• Occur on a range of sites from shallow soils 
to seasonally inundated areas both saline 
and freshwater (e.g. sedgelands are located 
on seasonally or periodically inundated, 
waterlogged and wet areas). Ferns tend to 
dominate specific humid areas where the 
environment is less variable between seasons.

• Although these communities can be found 
in many different areas on the Australian 
continent, they are generally localised in 
their extent. As such, many are not mapped 
individually on broadscale maps. Nevertheless 
they provide a variety of environments that are 
critical for many rare and endangered species.

Many of these communities are intact because they 
occur on extreme sites. Changes tend to be related to 
the effects of different hydrological conditions, changes 
to fire regimes, impacts from feral animals  
and localised development.
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Chenopod Shrublands, Samphire Shrublands and Forblands (MVG 22)

• Overstorey is dominated by a range of hardy, 
low, shrub species. In damp and waterlogged 
areas (e.g. on drainage areas and fringes of salt 
lakes) samphires dominate.

• Widespread in the near-estuarine, arid and 
semi-arid areas; occur often as extensive flats.

• Site conditions tend to affect the type of shrub 
species that occur.

• Dominant genera in samphire communities 
include Halosarcia, Salicornia, Sclerostegia  
and Sarcocornia.

• Species in chenopod/saltbush communities 
are drought and salt tolerant and include 

Sclerolaena, Atriplex (salt bush), Maireana  
(blue bush), Chenopodium and Rhagodia spp.

Generally these communities have remained intact 
since European settlement. In some cases the 
communities have increased in extent because  
of increased salinity and waterlogging. Rangeland 
chenopod shrublands may have been affected by 
overgrazing, leading to a reduction in the perennial 
component. Foremost among threats for coastal 
occurrences are infilling for urban areas, changes  
to tidal regimes and isolation from estuaries  
by roads and infrastructure.
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Mangroves (MVG 23)

• Mangroves occur as tall forests through to 
shrublands in the intertidal zone along those 
parts of the coast subject to low wave energy. 

• Mangroves vary from extensive, tall, closed, 
forest communities on Cape York Peninsula 
through to low open forests or shrublands in 
southern regions.

• Samphires are found on coastal mudflats 
and marine plains, adjoining mangrove areas 
in many instances, but also cover extensive 

marine plains inland from the southern Gulf 
of Carpentaria and other parts of the tropical 
north.

• The map is shown without a coastline to 
facilitiate identification of coastal occurrences  
of this MVG.

Clearing or infilling of mangroves has occurred in 
coastal areas near urban major centres for industrial 
uses or urban developments. 
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Other Cover Types

• A number of other (i.e. non-MVG) cover types 
occur across Australia. These include natural 
areas such as bare ground, open water or 
human-influenced cover, such as urban areas, 
cropland and grazing country where the trees 
and shrubs have been removed or thinned.  
The non-MVG cover types included in the 
MVG mapping products are:

Inland aquatic—freshwater,  
salt lakes, lagoons.
− Fresh and/or brackish water features.

Cleared, non-native vegetation, 
buildings
− All or most native vegetation removed.

Unclassified native vegetation
− Native vegetation with insufficient detail 

available to allocate it to another MVG.

Naturally bare—sand, rock, claypan, 
mudflat
− Extensive areas devoid of vegetation can be 

found as bare ground, either sand dunes or 
claypans in the harsh environments of the 
arid interior.

− Coastal sand masses can often contain 
extensive areas of bare sands, mostly as 
active dunes.

− Includes bare or lichen-encrusted 
rock in coastal, alpine, arid and other 
environments.

Sea and estuaries
− Open water of the marine environment.

Regrowth, modified native vegetation
− Regeneration of native species following 

disturbance.

Unknown/no data
− No details available.

• The data for other cover types is included in the 
MVG mapping for contextual and cartographic 
completeness purposes only and is not suitable 
for quantitative reporting. 
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FUTURE CHALLENGES

Identifying and interpreting trends in native 
vegetation cover

Australian governments have goals to reverse the long 
term decline in the quality and extent of Australia’s 
native vegetation cover. Reporting on progress 
towards this goal requires regular ‘snap-shots’ of native 
vegetation extent across the continent and a method  
to compare these to identify and understand change 
over time.  

The NVIS is built on information provided by the 
states and territories and at this stage does not have the 
capacity to report on recent change as this assessment 
is not carried out in all jurisdictions. Increasingly, 
information on the change in extent and condition 
of native vegetation is being used as a substitute, or 
surrogate, for measuring change in biodiversity more 
broadly. The Australian Government is working with 
the states and territories to improve the capacity of the 

NVIS to report on change to meet a wide range  
of existing and emerging reporting needs.

Information on change in Australia’s forest1 cover  
is being produced for the National Carbon Accounting 
System (NCAS). The NCAS uses a consistent and 
regularly updated continent-wide interpretation  
of satellite data to estimate change in extent to allow 
carbon accounting. To date, the NCAS data has 
indicated a general reduction in annual deforestation 
since the 1980s and early 1990s, as shown in the 
Figure 6 below.   

The most recent NCAS assessment shows that 
deforestation in 2004 is estimated to be around 400,000 
hectares across Australia. While this represents a very 
small proportion of Australia’s total native vegetation 
cover, the concentration of this loss of vegetation  
in particular areas suggests regional and local impacts  
on terrestrial biodiversity may have been significant.

1 Note: the definition of “forest” used in NCAS differs from that used for the forest MVGs.
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FIGURE 6:  National Deforestation from 1977 to 2004 as estimated by the National Carbon Accounting System.

FUTURE CHALLENGES

The NCAS provides a valuable picture of change over 
time as it is defined for carbon accounting.  However, 
it does not currently report change in the extent of all 
native vegetation (i.e. including non-forest vegetation). 
Plans in place will include all woody vegetation by 
2007–08, but native grasslands will not be monitored 
through the NCAS. The process for developing 
capacity within the NVIS to report on change, 
discussed above, will make the most of existing and 
emerging methods developed through the NCAS.
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FUTURE CHALLENGES

Measuring and reporting on native 
vegetation condition

Over the last few years we have made good progress 
in national reporting on vegetation types and extent 
(Figure 1). However, developing a nationally consistent 
approach to reporting on native vegetation condition 
remains a significant challenge.

A large number of government and scientific 
organisations have been working for some time to 
develop standard approaches and methods (Gibbons 
et al., 2006). Much of the current work is focussed on 
identifying ecologically robust attributes to measure, 
developing defensible, affordable and relevant methods 
to collect data, and accumulating sufficient knowledge 
of the systems being measured to interpret the results.

The Executive Steering Committee for Australian 
Vegetation Information (ESCAVI) which sits within 
the committee arrangements under the Natural 

Resource Management Ministerial Council, is 
developing national indicators for reporting on native 
vegetation condition (Parkes and Lyon, 2006). These 
indicators are intended to guide regional target setting 
and monitoring, as well as to provide a consistent 
information base for national-scale reporting. The 
Committee’s approach is to ensure, as far as possible, 
that condition assessment methods are consistent 
across Australia to allow for comparison and collation.  
As currently drafted, the indicator requires assessment 
relative to documented reference points or benchmarks 
which are defined specifically for vegetation types being 
assessed, and which describe the characteristics of  
a given vegetation type following a long period without 
disturbance. The draft approach is currently being 
revised by ESCAVI with a view to its endorsement  
for use by regional NRM bodies and governments  
in target setting, monitoring and, eventually, national 
level reporting through the NVIS.
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FURTHER INFORMATION

The NVIS web site at www.environment.gov.au/erin/nvis contains further information about the NVIS 
collaboration,  
a range of vegetation information products and links to other sites of interest.  

Other related Australian Government sites for vegetation information include:  
www.greenhouse.gov.au/ncas/  
www.daff.gov.au/forest_veg  
www.nlwra.gov.au/ 

For further information on native vegetation assessment and mapping within a particular state or territory, 
contact your state or territory agency using details provided below.

Australian Capital Territory:  
Environment ACT 
www.environment.act.gov.au/nativeplantsandanimals 

New South Wales:  
Department of Natural Resources 
www.nativevegetation.nsw.gov.au

Northern Territory:  
Department of Natural Resources, Environment and the Arts 
www.nreta.nt.gov.au/naturalresources/nativevegetation

Queensland:  
Environmental Protection Agency 
www.epa.qld.gov.au/nature_conservation/plants/queensland_herbarium/survey_and_mapping/ 

South Australia:  
Department for Environment and Heritage 
www.deh.sa.gov.au/biodiversity/biosurveys.html#vegetation 

Tasmania:  
Department of Primary Industries and Water 
www.dpiw.tas.gov.au/inter.nsf/ThemeNodes/BHAN-54746E?open 

Victoria:  
Department of Sustainability and Environment 
www.dse.vic.gov.au/ and www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/vro/vrosite.nsf/pages/veget_vics_resources 

Western Australia:  
Department of Agriculture 
www.agric.wa.gov.au/ search term “nvis”




